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2 CHARACTER AND NEUROSIS 

1. A VIEW OF NEUROSIS, 
ENDARKENMENT, AND 
CHARACTER 

I will speak here about personality in general and also 
about the process of what we may call the degradation of 
consciousness-what is technically called the "theory of 
neurosisu-and which finds symbolic echo in the spiritual 
traditions in the mythical stories of the "fall from paradise." I will 
not make a distinction between the spiritual "fall" of 
consciousness and the psychological process of aberrated 
development. 

Let me just point out, as a beginning, that this 
degradation of consciousness is such that in the end the affected 
individual does not know the difference, i.e., does not know that 
there has been such a thing as a loss, a limitation, or a failure to 
develop his full potential. The fall is such that awareness comes 
to be blind in regard to its own blindness, and limited to the 
point of believing itself free. It is in view of this that Oriental 
traditions frequently use, in connection with the ordinary 
condition of humankind, the analogy of a person who is asleep- 
an analogy that invites us to conceive that the difference between 
our potential condition and our present state is as great as the 
condition between ordinary wakefulness and dreaming. 

To speak of a degradation of consciousness, of course, 
implies the ihea that the process of the "fall" is one of becoming 
less aware or relatively unconscious; yet the "fall" is not only a 
fall in "consciousness" proper; it is also, concomitantly, a 
degradation in the emotional life, a degradation in the quality of 
our motivation. We may say that our psychological energy flows 
differently in the healthy/enlightened condition and in the 
condition that we call "normal." We may say, echoing Maslow, 
that the fully functioning human being is motivated out of 
abundance, while in a sub-optimal condition, motivations have 
the quality of "deficiency": a quality which may be described as a 
desire to fill up a lack rather than as an over-flowing out of a 
basic satisfaction. 
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instinctual frustration or, at least we may say, more importance 
is given to the frustration of a contact and relationship need than 
to pre-genital or genital manifestations of sexuality. However it 
may be, Freud had the great merit of realizing that neurosis was 
a nearly universal thing, and that it is transmitted generation 
after generation through the process of parenting. It took a heroic 
attitude to assert it in his time, yet now it is a platitude to say 
that the world, as a whole, is crazy, since it has become so 
obvious. 

- In the view of some spiritual documents such as the 
Gospel of Saint John, we find the view that truth is, so to speak, 
upside down in the world: "The light was in the world, but 
darkness did not comprehend it." In the Sufi tradition there is a 
widespread recognition of how a "true man" is also as if upside 
down, so that he seems to ordinary people an idiot. Yet we may 
say that not only in the case of heroic beings is truth crucified: it 
is also in the case of each one of us. 

It is not difficult to conceive of the notion that we have 
all been hurt and, perhaps unconsciously, martyred by the world 
in the process of our childhood, and in this way we have become 
a link in the trasmission of what Wilhelm Reich used to call an 
"emotional plague" infecting society as a whole. This is not only a 
modem psychoanalytic vision: a curse visiting generation after 
generation is something that has been known since antiquity. 
The notion of a sick society is the essence of the old Indian and 
Greek conceptions of our time as that of a "dark age," a 
"KaliyugaU-an age of great fallenness from our original spiritual 
condition. 

I am not saying that mothering is everything; fathering is 
important too, and later events may have influenced our future 
development such as is evident in the traumatic war neuroses. 
Also early events, such as the extent of birth trauma, can have 
debilitating effects on the individual. Certainly the way in which 
children are brought into the world in hospitals constitutes an 
unnecessary shock, and we may conjecture that one bom in the 
twilight and not slapped on the back to stimulate breathing may 
be better prepared to resist later traumatic conditions in life-just 
as a child who has been adequately mothered at the beginning of 
life may be better prepared to take on the traumatic situation of 
poor fathering. 
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as an emergency response. We may say that the individual is not 
free anymore to apply or not the results of his new learning, but 
has gone "on automatic," putting into operation a certain 
response set without "consulting" the totality of his mind, or 
considering the situation creatively in the present. It is this fixity 
of obsolete responses and the loss of the ability to respond 
creatively in the present that is most characteristic of 
psychopathological functioning. 

While the sum total of such pseudo adaptive learning as 
I have described is commonly designated in the spiritual 
traditions as "ego" or "personality" (as distinct from the person's 
"essence" or soul), I think it is most appropriate to give it also the 
name of "character." 

A derivative from the Greek charaxo, meaning to 
engrave, "character" makes reference to what is constant in a 
person, because it has been engraved upon one, and thus to 
behavioral, emotional and cognitive conditionings. 

While in psychoanalysis the basic model of neurosis is 
one of instinctual life hemmed in by activity of a super-ego 
internalized from the outer world, I am here proposing that our 
basic conflict and our fundamental way of being at odds with 
ourselves consists in an interference with organismic self- 
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times as he switched from instinct language to cybernetic 
language in his concept of organismic self-regulation. 

In contrast to such a tendency to drop the notion of 
instinct in the interpretation of human behavior, the view 
presented here not only involves an instinct theory-at least it 
gives instinct one third of the psychological arena-but also 
coincides with the psychoanalytic notion of neurosis as a 
perturbation of instinct-and, conversely, healing as a process of 
instinctual liberation. Unlike Freud's two instinct theories and 
also unlike Dollard and Miller's view of behavior in terms of a 
great multiplicity of drives, the theory proposed here 
acknowledges three basic instincts and goals behind the 
multiplicity of human motivation (purely spiritual motivation 
excluded): survival, pleasure, and relationship. I think that 
though some today (such as Gestaltists) may prefer to employ 
cybernetic language and say that neurosis implies a perturbation 
of organismic self-regulation, few would question the great 
importance of sex, preservation, and the relationship drive and 
their joint centrality as pervasive goals of behavior. Though 
Marx's interpretation of human life emphasized the first, Freud's 
the second, and present day Object-Relations theorists the third, I 
do not think that anybody has embraced a view that explicitly 
integrates these three fundamental drives. 

Unlike traditional religions, which implicitly equate the 
instinctual domain with the sphere of the passions, the present 
view of the optimal mental state as one of free or liberated 
instinct, is one for which the true enemy in the "Holy War" 

1 traditionally prescribed against the false or lower self is not the 
animal within, but the realm of deficiency motivation: that of the 

, "passionate" drives that contaminate, repress, and stand in place 
i of instinct (as well as the cognitive aspects of the ego which, in 
! turn, sustain the passions). 

As may be seen in the map, the cognitive and emotional 
i aspects of the personality are represented as operating in two 

alternative modalities, according to the level of awareness, while 
the instinctual center is represented only once. This may be 
viewed as a questionable convention, for there is the 
understanding that instinct can also manifest in two contrasting 
ways, either as bound instinct within the channels provided by 
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the ego or in a state of freedom where instinct is regarded as 
belonging to the essence p r ~ p e r . ~  

One who is acquainted with the use of "essence" in 
Sufism will understand the referent of this word to be that 
deepest aspect of human consciousness, which exists "in God" 
and becomes manifest to the individual after an annihilation 
("fana"), but may find this meaning inconsistent with the present 
mapping of discrete attributes of the essence such as the states 
belonging in the sphere of higher intellect, higher feeling, and 
instinct. The contradiction disappears if we make a distinction 
between consciousness proper and the workings of the mind in 
the conscious state (as distinct from the egoic states). When used 
in this sense, however, we must beware of reifying essence, and I 
can repeat here what I wrote in Ennea-type Structures: 

"The broadest distinction in the body of Fourth Way 
Psychology that I seek to outline, is between 'essence' and 
'personality1-between the real being and the conditioned being 
with which we ordinarily identify; between the greater and the 
lesser mind. Where Gurdjieff spoke of personality, Ichazo spoke 
of ego-more in line with recent usage (ego trip, ego death, ego 
transcendence, and so on) than with the meaning given to 'ego' 
in today's ego psychology. The distinction is similar to that 
proposed today by Winnicott between the 'real self' and the 'false 
self,' yet it may be misleading to speak of essence, soul, true self 
or atman as if the reference were something fixed and 
identifiable. Rather than speak of essence as a thing, then, we 
should think of it as a process, an ego-less, unobscured, and free 
manner offunctioning of the integrated human wholeness." 

Thus we can say that the "map of the psyche" offered 
above is only complete if we claim that it also maps the space in 
which the centers of personality and essence exist--a space that 
may be taken as an apt symbol of consciousness itself. Since the 
awareness in the context of which "the lower centers" may be 

2~hough I have said in Ennea-type Structures that pure instinct can be mapped as 
three dots in contrast to the representation of bound instinct as three 
enneagrams, I should quote Ichazo asclaiming that while in meditative 
absorption this is so, in the workings of expression of the essence in life it can be 
mapped as an enneagram in which are combined the three central triangles of 
the instinct enneagrams. 
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